

[image: A plain yellow cover with the title in black - THE WHITE PLAGUE. In red text above it is the author name, Frank Herbert. Beneath the title in red text is the quote  ‘A speculative intellect with few rivals in modern SF’, from the Encyclopedia of Science Fiction. In the top left corner is the SF Gateway logo.]




Dedication


To Ned Brown 
for his years of friendship




THE WHITE PLAGUE


Frank Herbert


[image: Sfgateway publisher logo]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PRECEDE


There’s a lust for power in the Irish as there is in every people, a lusting after the Ascendancy where you can tell others how to behave. It has a peculiar shape with the Irish, though. It comes of having lost our ancient ways – the simpler laws, the rath and the family at the core of society. Romanized governments dismay us. They always resolve themselves into widely separated Ascendants and Subjects, the latter being more numerous than the former, of course. Sometimes it’s done with great subtlety as it was in America, the slow accumulations of power, law upon law and all of it manipulated by an elite whose monopoly it is to understand the private language of injustice. Do not blame the Ascendants. Such separation requires docile Subjects as well. This may be the lot of any government, Marxist Russians included. There’s a peculiar human susceptibility you see when you look at the Soviets, them building an almost exact copy of the czarist regimes: the same paranoia, the same secret police, the same untouchable military, and the murder squads, the Siberian death camps, the lid of terror on creative imagination, deportation for the ones who cannot be killed off or bought off. It’s like some terrible plastic memory sitting there in the dark of our minds, ready on the instant to reshape itself into primitive patterns the moment the heat touches it. I fear for the shape of things which may come from the heat of O’Neill’s plague. Truly, I fear, for the heat is great.


–Fintan Craig Doheny






May the hearthstone of hell be his bed rest forever!





–Old Irish Curse


IT WAS an ordinary gray British Ford, the spartan economy model with right-hand drive customary in Ireland. John Roe O’Neill would remember the driver’s brown-sweatered right arm resting on the car’s windowsill in the cloud-filtered light of that Dublin afternoon. A nightmare capsule of memory, it excluded everything else in the scene; just the car and that arm.


Several other surviving witnesses commented on a crumpled break in the Ford’s left front wing. The break had begun to rust.


Speaking from her hospital bed, one witness said: The break was a jagged thing and I was afraid someone would be cut if they brushed against it.’


Two of those who recalled seeing the car come out of Lower Leeson Street knew the driver casually, but only from his days in postal uniform. He was Francis Bley, a retired postman working part-time as a watchman at a building site in Dun Laoghaire. Bley left for work early every Wednesday, giving himself time to run a few errands and then pick up his wife, Tessie. On that one day each week, Tessie spent the morning doing ‘light secretarial’ for a betting shop in King Street. It was Tessie’s habit to spend the rest of the day with her widowed sister who lived in a remodeled gatehouse off the Dun Laoghaire bypass ‘just a few minutes out of his way.’


This was a Wednesday. May 20. Bley was on his way to pick up Tessie.


The Ford’s left front door, although appearing undamaged by the accident that had crumpled the wing, still required a twist of wire around the doorpost to keep it closed. The door rattled every time the car hit a bump.


‘I heard it rattling when it turned onto St Stephen’s Green South,’ one witness said. ‘It’s God’s own mercy I wasn’t at the Grafton corner when it happened.’


Bley turned right off St Stephen’s Green South, which put him on St Stephen’s Green West, hugging the left lane as he headed for Grafton Street. There were better routes for him to make his connection with Tessie, but this was ‘his way’.


‘He liked to see all the people,’ Tessie said. ‘God rest him, that’s what he said he missed most when he quit the postal – all the people.’


Bley, slight and wrinkled, had that skin-stretched cadaverous look that is common among certain aged Celts from the south of Ireland. He wore a soiled brown hat almost the exact shade of his patched sweater, and he drove with the patient detachment of someone who came this way often. And if the truth were known, he rather liked being slowed by the heavy traffic.


It had been cold and wet through most of spring and, while it was still cloudy, the cloud cover had thinned and there was a feeling that there might be a break in the weather. Only a few of the pedestrians carried umbrellas. The trees of St Stephen’s Green on Bley’s right were in full leaf.


As the Ford inched along in the congested traffic, the man watching for it from a fourth-floor window of the Irish Film Society Building nodded once in satisfaction.


Right on time.


Bley’s Ford had been selected because of this Wednesday punctuality. There was also the fact that Bley did not garage his car where he and Tessie lived in Davitt Road. The Ford was parked outside beside a thick yew hedge, which could be approached from the street along a path shielded by a parked van. There had been a van parked in this covering position the previous night. Neighbors had seen it but no one had thought to comment at the time.


‘There were often vehicles parked in that place,’ one said. ‘How were we to know?’


The watcher at the Film Society Building had many names but he had been born Joseph Leo Herity. He was a small, solidly fleshy man with a long, thin face and pale, almost translucent skin. Herity wore his blond hair combed straight back and hanging almost to the collar. His light brown eyes were deeply set and he had a pugged nose with prominent nostrils from which hair protruded.


From his fourth-floor vantage, Herity commanded an overview of the entire setting for the drama he was about to ignite. Directly across from him, the tall trees of the green formed a verdant wall enclosing the flow of vehicles and pedestrians. The Robert Emmet statue stood opposite his window and, to the left of it, there was a black-on-white sign to the public toilets. Bley’s Ford had stopped with the traffic just to the left of Herity’s window. A white tour bus with blue-and-red stripes down its side loomed over the small Ford. Traffic fumes were thick even at the fourth-floor level.


Herity checked Bley’s license number to be certain. Yes – JIA-5028. Then there was the crumpled left front wing.


The traffic began to inch forward, then stopped once more.


Herity glanced left at the Grafton Street corner. He could see the signs of the Toy World shop and the Irish Permanent Society on the ground floor of the red brick building soon to be taken over by the Ulster Bank. There had been some protest about that, one ragged march with a few signs, but it had died out quickly. The Ulster Bank had powerful friends in the government.


Barney and his lot, Herity thought. They think we’re ignorant of their scheme to make a peace with the Ulster boys!


Again, Bley’s Ford inched toward the corner, but once more was stopped. There was heavy foot traffic where Grafton took off from St Stephen’s Green.


A bald-headed man in a dark blue suit had stopped almost directly beneath Herity’s window and was examining the cinema marquee. Two young men pushing bicycles threaded their way past the bald-headed man.


The traffic remained stopped.


Herity looked down at the top of Bley’s car. So innocent-looking, that car. Herity had been one of the two-man team to emerge from the yew-shrouded van near Bley’s parking spot the previous night. In Herity’s hands had been a molded plastic package, which they had attached like a deformed limpet under Bley’s car. At the core of that package lay a tiny radio receiver. The transmitter sat on the windowsill in front of Herity. A small black metal rectangle, it had a thin wire antenna and two recessed toggle switches – one painted yellow, the other red. Yellow armed it, red transmitted.


A glance at his wristwatch told Herity that they were already five minutes past Zero Time. Not Bley’s fault. It was the blasted traffic.


‘You can set your bloody watch by Bley,’ the leader of their selection team had said. ‘The old bastard should be running a tram.’


‘What’re his politics?’ Greaves had asked.


‘Who cares about his politics?’ Herity had countered. ‘He’s perfect and he’ll be dying for a grand cause.’


‘The street’ll be full of people,’ Greaves had said. ‘And there’ll be tourists sure as hell is full of Brits.’


‘We warned ’em to stop the Ulster boys,’ Herity had said. Greaves could be an old woman sometimes! ‘They know what to expect when they don’t listen to us.’


It was settled then. And now Bley’s car was inching once more toward the Grafton Street corner, toward the mass of pedestrians, including the possible tourists.


John Roe O’Neill, his wife, Mary, and their five-year-old twins, Kevin and Mairead, could have been classified as tourists, although John expected to be six months in Ireland while completing the research called for under his grant from the Pastermorn Foundation of New Haven, Conn.


‘An Overview of Irish Genetic Research.’


He thought the title pompous, but it was only a cover. The real research was into the acceptance of the new genetics by a Roman Catholic society, whether such a society had taken a position to cope with the explosive potentials in molecular biology.


The project was much on his mind that Wednesday morning but necessary preparations required his attention. High on his list was the need to transfer funds from America to the Allied Irish Bank. Mary wanted to go shopping for sweaters ‘to keep our darlings warm of an evening.’


‘There y’ go,’ John teased as they left the Sherbourne Hotel, stepping into the rush of tourists and businessmen. ‘Only four days in Ireland and already you sound like a local.’


‘And why not?’ she demanded. ‘And both my grandmothers from Limerick.’


They laughed, drawing a few curious stares. The children tugged at Mary, anxious to be off shopping.


Ireland suited Mary, John thought. She had pale clear skin and dark blue eyes. Jet-black hair – ‘Spanish Hair,’ her family called it – framed her rather round face. A sweet face. Irish skin and Irish features. He bent and kissed her before leaving. It brought a blush to her face but she was pleased at his show of affection and she gave him a warm smile as they parted.


John walked away briskly, humming to himself, amused when he recognized the tune: ‘Oh What a Beautiful Mornin’.’


John’s Wednesday appointment for ‘transfer of foreign funds’ was at two P.M. at the Allied Irish Bank, Grafton and Chatham streets. There was a sign just inside the bank’s entrance, white letters on black: ‘Non Branch Customers Upstairs.’ A uniformed guard led him up the stairs to the office of the bank manager, Charles Mulrain, a small, nervous man with tow-colored hair and pale blue eyes behind gold-framed glasses. Mulrain had a habit of touching the corners of his mouth with a forefinger, first left side then right, followed by a quick downward brush of his dark tie. He made a joke about having his office on the first floor, ‘what you Americans call the second floor.’


‘It is confusing until you catch on,’ John agreed.


‘Well!’ A quick touching of lips and tie. ‘You understand that we’d normally do this at our main office, but…’


‘When I called, they assured me it was…’


‘As a convenience to the customer,’ Mulrain said. He lifted a folder from his desk, glanced inside it, nodded. ‘Yes, this amount … if you’ll make yourself comfortable here, I’ll just get the proper forms and be right back.’


Mulrain left, giving John a tight smile at the door.


John went to the window and pulled back a heavy lace curtain to look down on Grafton Street. The sidewalks were thick with people all the way up to the arched gateway into St Stephen’s Green two short blocks up Grafton. The motor traffic was two abreast filling the street and crawling along toward him. There was a workman cleaning the parapet on the roof of the shopping center diagonally across the street – a white-coated figure with a long-handled brush. He stood outlined against a row of five chimney pots.


Glancing at the closed door of the manager’s office, John wondered how long Mulrain would be. Everything was so damned formal here. John looked at his watch. Mary would arrive with the children in a few minutes. They planned to have tea, then John would walk down Grafton to Trinity College and begin work at the college library – the real start of his research project.


Much later, John would look back on those few minutes at the bank manager’s ‘first-floor’ window and think how another sequence of events had been set in motion without his knowledge, an inescapable thing like a movie film where one frame followed another without ever the chance to deviate. It all centered around Francis Bley’s old car and a small VHF transmitter in the hands of a determined man watching from an open window that looked down on that corner where Grafton met St Stephen’s Green.


Bley, patient as always, eased along at the traffic’s pace. Herity, in his window vantage point, toggled the arming switch of his transmitter, making sure the antenna wire dangled out over the sill.


As he neared the Grafton corner, the crush of pedestrians forced Bley to stop and he missed the turn of the traffic light. He heard the tour bus gain clear of traffic off to his right, trundling off in a rumble of its heavy diesel. Barricades were being erected on the building to his left and a big white-on-red sign had been raised over the rough construction: ‘This Building to be Remodeled by G. Tottenham Sons, Ltd.’ Bley looked to his right and noted the tall blue-and-white Prestige Cafeteria sign, feeling a small pang of hunger. The pedestrian isthmus beside him was jammed with people waiting to cross over to St Stephen’s Green and others struggling to make a way through the cars stopped on Grafton and blocking Bley’s path. The crush of pedestrians was particularly heavy around Bley’s car, people passing both front and back. A woman in a brown tweed coat, a white parcel clutched under her right elbow and each hand grasping a hand of a small child, hesitated at the right front corner of Bley’s car while she sought an opening through the press of people.


John Roe O’Neill, standing at the bank manager’s window, recognized Mary. He saw her first because of her familiar tweed coat and the way she carried her head, that sleek cap of jet hair. He smiled. The twins were screened from him by the hurrying adults but he knew from Mary’s stance that she held the children’s hands. A brief break in the throng allowed John a glimpse of the top of Kevin’s head and the old Ford with the driver’s brown-sweatered elbow protruding.


Where is that damned bank manager? John wondered. She’ll be here any minute.


He dropped the heavy lace curtain and looked once more at his wristwatch.


Herity, at the open window above and behind Bley, nodded once more to himself. He stepped back away from the window and toggled the second switch on his transmitter.


Bley’s car exploded, ripped apart from the bottom. The bomb, exploding almost under Bley’s feet, drove him upward with a large piece of the car’s roof, his body crushed, dismembered and scattered. The large section of roof sailed upward in a slow arc to come crashing onto the Irish Permanent Society Building, demolishing chimney pots and slates.


It was not a large bomb as such things went, but it had been expertly placed. The old car was transformed into jagged bits of metal and glass – an orange ball of fire peppered with deadly shrapnel. A section of the car’s bonnet decapitated Mary O’Neill. The twins became part of a bloody puddle blown against the iron fencing across the street at St Stephen’s Green. Their bodies were more easily identified later because they were the only children of that age in the throng.


Herity did not pause to glance out at his work; the sound told it all. He tucked the transmitter into a small and worn military green pack, stuffed an old yellow sweater onto it, strapped the cover and slung the pack over his shoulder. He left the building by the back way, elated and satisfied. Barney and his group would get this message!


John O’Neill had looked up from his wristwatch just in time to see the orange blast envelop Mary. He was saved from the window’s shattered glass by the heavy curtains, which deflected all but one of the shards away from him. One small section of glass creased his scalp. The shock wave staggered him, driving him backward against a desk. He fell sideways, momentarily unconscious but getting quickly to his knees as the bank manager rushed into the room, shouting:


‘Good God! What was that?’


John stumbled to his feet, rejecting the question and the answer that rumbled through his head like an aftershock of the blast. He brushed past the bank manager and out the door. His mind remained in shock but his body found its way down the stairs. He shouldered a woman aside at the foot of the stairs and lurched out into the street where he allowed himself to be carried along by the crowd rushing toward the area of the blast. There was a smell of burnt iron in the air and the sound of cries and screams.


Within only a few seconds John was part of a crush being held back by police and uninjured civilians pressed into service to keep the area around the explosion clear. John elbowed and clawed his way forward.


‘My wife!’ he shouted. ‘I saw her. She was there. My wife and our children!’


A policeman pinned his arms and swung him around, blocking John’s view of the tangled fabric and bloody flesh strewn across the street.


The groans of the injured, the cries for help and the shouts of horror drove John into insensate rage. Mary needs me! He struggled against the policeman.


‘Mary! She was right in front of…’


‘The ambulances are coming, sir! There’s help at hand. You must be still. You cannot go through now.’


A woman off to John’s left said: ‘Let me through. I’m a nurse.’


This, more than anything else, stopped John’s struggles against the policeman.


People were helping. There was a nurse.


‘It’ll be cleared up in a bit, sir,’ the policeman said. His voice was maddeningly calm. ‘That’s a bad cut on your head. I’ll just help you across to where the ambulances are coming.’


John allowed himself to be led through a lane in the crowd, seeing the curious stares, hearing the voices on his right ooing and calling upon God to ‘look over there’ – the awed voices telling John about things he did not want to see. He knew, though. And there were glimpses past the policeman who helped him to a cleared place against a building across from the green.


‘There now, sir,’ the policeman said. ‘You’ll be taken care of here.’ Then to someone else: ‘I think he was hit by a flying bit; the bleeding seems to’ve stopped.’


John stood with his back against a scarred brick wall from which the dust of the explosion still sifted. There was broken glass underfoot. Through an opening in the crowd to his right he could see part of the bloody mess at the corner, the people moving and bending over broken flesh. He thought he recognized Mary’s coat behind a kneeling priest. Somewhere within him there existed an understanding of that scene. His mind remained frozen, though, frigidly locked into limited thought. If he allowed himself to think freely, then events would flow – time would continue … a time without Mary and the children. It was as though a tiny jewel of awareness held itself intact within him, understanding, knowing … but nothing else could be allowed to move.


A hand touched his arm.


It was electric. A scream erupted from him – agonized, echoing down the street, bringing people whirling around to stare at him. A photographer’s flash temporarily blinded him, shutting off the scream, but he could still hear it within his head. It was more than a primal scream. This came from deeper, from some place he had not suspected and against which he had no protection. Two white-coated ambulance attendants grabbed him. He felt his coat pulled down, shirt ripped. There came the prick of a needle in his arm. They hustled him into an ambulance as an enveloping drowsiness overwhelmed his mind, sweeping away his memory.


For a long time afterward, memory would not reproduce those shocked minutes. He could recall the small car, the brown-sweatered elbow on the windowsill, but nothing afterward. He knew he had seen what he had seen: the explosion, the death. Intellectual awareness argued the facts. I was standing at that window, I must have seen the blast. But the particulars lay behind a screen that he could not penetrate. It lay frozen within him, demanding action lest the frozen thing thaw and obliterate him.






Despair and grief suit the Celtic mind more than do joy and victory. Every Celtic joy has its mixture of grief. Every victory leads to despair.





—Fintan Craig Doheny


STEPHEN BROWDER read about the Grafton Street bombing while sitting on the grass on the quad at the medical school of University College, Cork. As a third-year student Browder had learned enough about school routine to provide himself with a long lunch hour and a chance to crack the books and catch his breath between classes. He had chosen this luncheon spot, however, because some of the student nurses shared it and Kathleen O’Gara frequently was among that lunching troupe.


It was a warm day and this had brought many others into the quad, all of them preferring the green to the gothic stone monstrosity of the school, which often seemed to partake more of the old jail that once had occupied this spot than of a modern medical facility. The Cork Examiner in his hands was only a prop but he had been caught by the picture of a screaming man – ‘American Tourist Loses Family’ – and he read the story, shaking his head now and then at the horror of it.


Browder’s attentions to Kathleen O’Gara had not gone without notice among the student nurses. They teased her about it now.


‘There he is, Katie. I’ll loan you a handkerchief to drop in front of him.’


Kate blushed, but could not keep herself from looking across the green at Browder. He was a skinny, gawkish young man with sandy hair and widely set blue eyes. His whole bearing gave promise of his becoming one of those stoop-shouldered general practitioners who inspire so much faith among their patients by their towering benignity. There was a persistent thoughtfulness about him that she liked. The shyness was sure to become learned diffidence and a down-the-nose austerity that would go well with his finely chiseled features.


Browder looked up from his newspaper and met Kate’s eyes. He looked away quickly. He had been trying for two weeks to work up his courage, seeking a way to ask her to go out with him. He berated himself now for not smiling back at her.


He could not really define why she attracted him. She had a youthful figure, a bit on the sturdy side, but comely. Her skin carried those fine surface veins that gave a rosy hue to the complexion. Her hair now – that was a shining red-brown, part of the Viking legacy, and her dark brown eyes were set rather deeply under a wide brow. He knew she was recognized as a good worker, bright and cheerful, and he had heard another nursing student say about her: ‘She’s no beauty but good enough to get a husband.’


She is beautiful in her own way, he thought.


Again he glanced at her and their eyes met. She smiled and he forced himself to smile before breaking the contact. His heart was beating strongly and he bent over the newspaper for distraction. The picture of the screaming man seemed to stare out at him, chilling him. The poor fellow’s entire family gone in that blast – the wife and two children. For a moment, Browder had a fantasy picture of himself married to Kate O’Gara – children, of course. And them gone like this. All of them. Without any warning. Everything that had gone into Stephen Browder’s choice of profession felt outraged by that bombing.


Was anything worth it?


Even the reuniting of all Ireland, which he solemnly prayed for on holy days – could that justify this act?


A splinter group of the IRA, the Provos, was claiming credit, according to the Examiner’s story. Browder had friends in the IRA. One of his fellow students made explosives for them. The sympathies of the University College student body were not hard to discover. They wanted the Brits out.


Damn the Brits!


Browder felt torn by his Republican sympathies and his shock at what had been done to those people in Dublin. Thirty-one dead; seventy-six maimed and injured. And all because some people in the dail were reportedly wavering, talking about an ‘accommodation.’ There could be no accommodation with the Brits. Never!


But would the bombs ever solve anything?


A shadow fell on his newspaper. Browder looked up to see Kate O’Gara standing there looking down at him. Hastily, he scrambled to his feet, spilling an anatomy textbook from his lap, losing part of his newspaper. He looked down at her, suddenly conscious that he was more than a head taller.


‘You’re Stephen Browder, aren’t you?’ she asked.


‘Yes. Yes, I am.’


She had a lovely soft voice, he thought. And he had an abrupt insight into what a powerful asset such a voice would be to a nurse. It was a calming voice. It gave him courage.


‘And you’re Kate O’Gara,’ he managed.


She nodded. ‘I saw you reading about that bombing, the one in Dublin. What a terrible thing.’


‘’Tis that,’ he agreed. Then, before he lost courage: ‘Must you go back to classes now?’


‘I’ve only these few minutes.’


‘And what time do you finish?’ He knew he was blushing as he asked.


She lowered her gaze. What long lashes she has, he thought. They lay like feathers on her cheeks.


‘I would like to see you,’ he said. And that was God’s own truth. He couldn’t take his eyes off her.


‘I’m expected home at half five,’ she said, looking up at him. ‘We could have a tea perhaps on the way.’


‘Shall we meet here after classes then?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’ She smiled and hurried off to join her friends.


One of the other student nurses, having watched the two of them, whispered to a companion: ‘God! I’m glad that’s finally done.’






Holy Ireland was just a name, a myth, a dream that had no connection with any reality. It was our tradition, a part of our reputation, at one with the myth that we have only the honor gained from glorious battle.





—Father Michael Flannery


JOHN ROE O’Neill awakened to see a priest standing beside him and a doctor standing at the foot of his bed. He could feel the bed under him and smelled antiseptics. This would be a hospital, then. The doctor was a tall, older man with gray at the temples. He wore a green street jacket, stethoscope in the pocket.


Why am I here? John wondered.


It was a hospital ward, he saw: other beds with figures in them. It was a blankly impersonal room, a place designed with malice to negate the personality of the occupant – as though someone had worked consciously and with a great deal of hate to create a place that would reflect no human warmth. If this room uttered any statement it was: ‘You won’t live long here.’


John tried to swallow. His throat hurt. He had been dreaming about Mary. She had been swimming away from him in the dream, a great blue expanse of water all around and no sound in her movements even when he saw the water splashing.


‘I’m going for the children,’ she said. He heard that, but still no sound of swimming.


His dream self had thought: Of course. She must go for the children. Kevin and Mairead will need her.


In the dream, he could sense Mary’s mind as though it were his own. Her mind conveyed an oddly crystalline quality like the aftermath of fever. ‘I can’t feel my body,’ she said. ‘Poor John. I love you.’


Then he was awake, his eyes burning, and the priest and the doctor there. It was a green place with a carbolic smell that separated it from the memories of American hospitals. There were bonneted sisters bustling about and, when one saw him awake, she hurried away. The shade was up on a single tall window to the left of the doctor: darkness outside. It was night, then. Light came from unshaded bulbs dangling on long wires from a high ceiling. The doctor was examining a clipboard that was attached by a string and hook to the foot of the bed.


‘He’s awake,’ the priest said.


The doctor let the clipboard fall back onto its string and looked down the length of the bed at John. ‘Mr O’Neill, you’ll be all right. Fit as a fiddle by morning.’ He turned and walked away.


The priest leaned toward John. ‘Are you Catholic, sir?’


‘Catholic?’ It seemed an insane question. ‘I’m … I’m … St Rose’s parish…’Now, why should he tell the priest the name of his parish?


The priest put a gentling hand on John’s shoulder. ‘There, there. I quite understand.’


John closed his eyes. He heard a scraping of a chair on the floor and, when he opened his eyes, saw that the priest had sat down, bringing his face close to John’s.


‘I’m Father Devon,’ the priest said. ‘We know who you are, Mr O’Neill, from your things. Would you be related to the O’Neills of Coolaney, by the way?’


‘What?’ John tried to raise himself but his head started spinning. ‘I… no. I don’t know.’


‘It would be good to have family around you at such a time. Your wife’s body has been identified – her purse. I’ll not go into the particulars.’


What particulars? John wondered. He recalled a bloody mound of tweed but could not place it in time or space.


‘It’s very bad news to be giving you, Mr O’Neill,’ Father Devon said.


‘Our children,’ John gasped, grasping at hope. ‘The twins were with her.’


‘Ahhhhh,’ Father Devon said. ‘Well now, as to that, I don’t know. It’s been quite a few hours and all the nasty work done but…Were the wains with her when…’


‘She was holding their hands.’


‘Then I would not hold out much hope. What a terrible thing! Shall we pray for the souls of your loved ones?’


‘Pray?’ John turned his head away, choking. He heard the chair scrape, footsteps approaching. A woman’s voice said, ‘Father …’ then something that John could not make out. The priest responded in a low, unintelligible murmur. Then the woman’s voice, clearly: ‘Mother of Mercy! His wife and the two little ones both! Ahhh, the poor man.’


John turned back in time to see a nursing sister departing, her back stiff. The priest was standing beside him.


‘Were your wife and children Catholic as well?’ Father Devon asked.


John shook his head. He felt feverish and dizzy. Why these questions?


‘Mixed marriage, eh?’ Father Devon, having jumped to a wrong conclusion, sounded accusatory. ‘Well, my heart goes out to you all the same. The remains have been taken to the morgue. We can decide in the mornin’ what’s to be done with the remains.’


Remains? John thought. He’s talking about Mary and the twins.


The doctor returned and moved down the side of the bed opposite the priest. John turned toward the doctor and saw that the nursing sister had reappeared there beside him as though by magic. She wore a white apron over a green dress and her hair was contained by a tightly hooded cap. Her face was thin and commanding. She held a hypodermic in her right hand.


‘Something to help you sleep,’ the doctor said.


Father Devon spoke: ‘The Garda will be in to talk to you in the morning. Send for me when they’ve gone.’


‘We’ll have the lights down now,’ the doctor said.


‘And high time it is.’ The nursing sister had a demanding voice with considerable tartness in it, a protective voice. He held to that thought as sleep enveloped him.


Morning was the sound of rattling bedpans on a cart. John awoke to see a uniformed police officer standing where the priest had been.


‘They said you’d be awakening soon,’ the officer said. He had a mellow tenor, a square face with prominent veins. His hat was held stiffly under his left arm. He pulled a small notebook from a side pocket and prepared to write. ‘I’ll not trouble y’ overmuch, Mr O’Neill. But I’m sure y’ can appreciate there’re things we must do.’


‘What do you want?’ John’s voice remained a croak. His head still felt fuzzy.


‘Would you be telling me what you were doing in the Republic of Ireland, sir?’


John stared up at the officer. Doing? The question wandered aimlessly in his awareness for a time. His mind felt thick and clogged. He had to force a response.


‘I was …foundation grant … doing research.’


‘And the nature of this research?’


‘Gen … genetics.’


The officer wrote in his notebook, then: ‘And is that your occupation, researcher?’


‘I … I teach … molecular biology, biochemistry … and …’ He took a deep, trembling breath. ‘School of Pharmacy, as well.’


‘And that would be in this Highland Park in the state of Minnesota? We’ve seen your papers, y’ understand?’


‘Near … nearby.’


‘You’ve family here in the Republic of Ireland?’


‘We … were going to look.’


‘I see.’ The officer wrote this in his pad.


John labored against a tightness in his chest. He found his voice presently: ‘Who … who did it?’


‘Sir?’


‘The bomb?’


The officer’s face grew stony. ‘They’re saying it was the Provos taking the credit.’


A chill shot through John. The hard pillow under his neck felt damp and cold. Credit? The murderers were claiming credit?


Later, John would look back on that moment as the beginning of the rage that took over his entire life. That was the moment when he promised:


You will pay. Oh, how you will pay!


And there was no doubt in his mind at all how he would set about making them pay.






Do you realize that this one man is changing the political map of the world?





—General Lucius Gorham, U.S. presidential 
foreign affairs advisor, speaking 
to the secretary of defense


THE WARNING letters began arriving during the week before the first anniversary of the Grafton Street bombing. The first one was timed to reach Ireland too late for counteraction. Others went to world leaders, where they were treated as crank letters or were bucked along to specialists. The letters were numerous at first – to radio and television news departments, to newspapers, to prime ministers and presidents and church leaders. It was determined later that one of the first letters was delivered to a newspaper editor on Dublin’s O’Connell Street.


The editor, Alex Coleman, was a dark and vital man who covered his drive with a generally mild manner even when he was being most forceful. He was considered an oddity among his peers because of his strong temperance beliefs, but none doubted his penetrating alertness to a good story.


Coleman read the letter several times, glancing up occasionally to look out his third-floor window onto the street, where Dublin’s morning traffic already had begun to congeal into its usual frustrating crawl.


Crank letter?


The thing didn’t have that feeling about it. The warnings and threats made his skin crawl. Was this possible? The words had an educated air about them, sophisticated. The thing was typed on bond paper. He rubbed the paper between his fingers. Expensive stuff.


Owney O’More, Coleman’s personal secretary, had clipped a note to the letter: ‘I hope this is a crank. Should we call the Garda?’


So it had worked its disturbance on Owney.


Once more, Coleman read through the letter, seeking some reason to disregard it. Presently, he put the letter flat in front of him and keyed the intercom to Owney.


‘Sir?’ Owney’s voice always had a military abruptness.


‘Check out the Achill Island angle, will you, Owney? Don’t stir up any hornets. Just find out if there’s anything unusual afoot.’


‘Right away.’


Coleman returned his attention to the letter. It was so damned direct, so clear and straightforward. A mind of power and … yes, terrifying purpose, lay behind it. There was the usual warning to publish ‘or else’ but then…


‘I am going to wreak an appropriate revenge upon all of Ireland, Great Britain and Libya.’


The expressed justification rang a bell in Coleman’s memory.


‘You have wronged me by killing my loved ones. By my hand alone you are being called to account. You murdered my Mary and our children, Kevin and Mairead. I have sworn a treble vow on their memories. I will be avenged in kind.’


Coleman again keyed the intercom and asked Owney to check on those names. ‘And while you’re at it, call the College Hospital and see if you can get me through to Fin Doheny.’


‘That would be Fintan Craig Doheny, sir?’


‘Right.’


Once more, Coleman read the letter. He was interrupted by the telephone and intercom simultaneously. Owney’s voice said: ‘Doctor Doheny on the line, sir.’


Coleman picked up the phone. ‘Fin?’


‘What’s so all-fired important, Alex? Owney O’More sounds like he’s been scalded.’


‘I’ve a threatening letter, Fin. And there’s some technical stuff in it. Mind listening a minute?’


‘Get on with it.’ Doheny’s voice had an echo quality, suggesting a speaker phone.


‘Is someone else with you?’ Coleman asked.


‘No. What’s got the wind up?’


Coleman sighed and returned his attention to the letter, extracting the technical references for Doheny.


‘It’s hard to say from just a letter,’ Doheny said. ‘But I find no fault with his references to the recombinant DNA process. You know, Alex, it is possible that way to make new diseases … but this …’


‘The threat could be real?’


‘I’d give that a qualified yes.’


‘Then I shouldn’t disregard this thing?’


‘I’d be calling the Garda.’


‘Is there anything else I should be doing?’


‘Well, I’ll give that a think and be back to you.’


‘One thing, Fin! Not a word on this until I’ve had a go at it.’


‘Aw, you scramblin’ newspapermen!’ But there was a hint of laughter in Doheny’s voice that Coleman found reassuring. A qualified yes. Doheny wasn’t too worried then. It was still a good story, though, Coleman thought as he replaced the telephone in its cradle. A bomb victim’s vengeance. Medical expert says the thing’s possible.


Owney’s voice came over the intercom: ‘Sir, that bomb at Grafton and St Stephen’s Green. You remember that?’


‘That bloody thing!’


‘Sir, three of the victims had the names in this letter. There was a Mary O’Neill killed with her twin children, Kevin and Mairead.’


‘From America, yes, I remember.’


‘The husband was at the window of a bank down the street and saw it all happen. Name of…’ Owney paused, then: ‘Doctor John Roe O’Neill.’


‘Medical?’


‘No, a professor of some sort. He was here on one of those foundation grant things they’re so fond of – studying the state of genetics or some … yes, that’s what our story says. Genetics research.’


‘Genetics,’ Coleman mused.


‘According to our story at the time, sir. This O’Neill had something to do with physical chemistry – a biophysicist – and he taught at some school of pharmacy in the States. Says here he also owned a pharmacy there.’


Coleman suddenly shuddered. He felt that something evil had crawled beneath the surface of his land, a thing more venomous than any snake the Sainted Patrick had banned. That IRA bomb could come to be known as the most awful mistake in human history.


‘Any luck getting through to Achill?’ Coleman asked.


‘The lines are jammed, sir. Should we dispatch an aircraft?’


‘Not yet. Get on to the Garda. If the Achill phones are jammed, they may know something. Did you copy this letter?’


‘Two copies, sir.’


‘They’ll want the original…’


‘If they don’t have one of their own already.’


‘I thought of that. I just don’t like tipping our hand. We may have a head start on this. Well, we’ll just have to chance it.’ He glanced down at the letter on his desk. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance of getting fingerprints off this, anyway.’


‘Are we going ahead with the story, sir?’


‘Owney, I’m almost afraid not to publish it. There’s something about it. And singling out Achill this way … ‘a demonstration,’ he says.’


‘Sir, you’ve thought of the panic we might…’


‘Just get me the Garda, Owney.’


‘Right away, sir!’


Coleman picked up his phone and called his wife at home, making it brief and imperative.


‘There’s going to be trouble over a story we’re about to publish,’ he explained. ‘I want you to take the boys and go to your brother’s in Madrid.’


When she started to protest, he cut her off: ‘This is going to be bad … I think. If you’re here, I’m vulnerable. Don’t waste any time; just leave. Call me from Madrid and I’ll explain.’


He replaced the phone in its cradle, feeling somewhat foolish but relieved. Panic? If this thing proved to be true, there would be worse than panic. He stared at the letter, focusing on the signature.


‘The Madman.’


Coleman shook his head slowly, recalling the tale of the Irish coffin-ship survivor who, making a cross of shovels over his wife’s grave at Grosse Isle, Quebec, had vowed: ‘By the cross, Mary, I swear to avenge your death.’


O’Neill’s wife had been named Mary. And now, if this was O’Neill, he called himself simply ‘The Madman.’






They are a torture, my memories – a lovely torture.





—Joseph Herity


THE PATTERN of change built itself slowly in John Roe O’Neill. It set him trembling unexpectedly at odd moments, his heart pounding, sweat breaking out all over his body. At such times, he thought of the old beliefs in possession. It was like that – another personality taking over his flesh and nerves.


Much later, he came to a personal accommodation with this Other, even a sense of familiarity and identity. He thought of it then as partly his own making, partly a thing rising out of primal darkness, a deliberate creation for the task of revenge. Certainly, his Old Self had not been up to such a deed. The kindly teacher-of-the-young could not have contemplated such a plan for an instant. The Other had to come into being first.


As the change progressed, he came to think of himself as Nemesis revived. This Nemesis came out of Ireland’s bloody past, out of the betrayals and murders, and even carried with it a retaliation against the Celtic extermination of the First People, the Danaans, who had been in Ireland before the waves of invaders from Britain and the Continent. He saw himself then as a spokesman for all of the accumulated wrongs suffered in Ireland. It was Nemesis blaring:


‘Enough! Let it end!’


But the Other asked: ‘Why should Ireland shoulder it all alone?’


The terrorists who had killed Mary and the twins had been trained and armed in Libya. And there was England’s filthy hand in the whole mess – eight hundred years of cynical oppression – ‘Ireland, the guilty conscience of the English ruling class.’


As this change became fixed in its purpose, John saw an astonishing alteration of his appearance. The old almost plump self went stringing down to a slender, nervous man, who avoided old friends, refused to answer the telephone and ignored appointments. People made allowances at first – ‘The awful shock of such a tragedy…’ The foundation that had sent him to Ireland gave him an unrequested extension on the project with a polite letter asking if he wanted to turn it over to another researcher. The school extended his leave of absence. Max Dunn, who managed the family pharmacy, took over more of the business decisions and told John not to concern himself with anything except getting his life back in order.


John merely noted these things in passing. The change within him had become an obsession. Then he looked at himself in the bathroom mirror one Saturday morning and knew he would have to take action. Mary and the twins had been dead and buried four months. The Other was strong in him now; a new face, a new personality. He stood in the upstairs bathroom of the home he and Mary had bought when they had first learned of her pregnancy. The sounds of the old college town drifted up to him through the open window. There was a feeling of fall in the air but the forecast was for another two weeks of ‘warmer than normal’ weather. John could hear Mister Neri down the street running his power mower. A bicycle bell went jingling past. Children shouted on their way to the park. It was September already; he knew that. And he remembered how Kevin and Mairead had shouted at play in the yard.


Neri shut down his mower. Mrs Neri had been one of the most persistent callers. ‘You’re wasting away to skin and bones, you poor man!’ But Mrs Neri had a younger sister, unmarried and getting anxious. There had been a matchmaker’s look in Mrs Neri’s plump face.


John leaned close to the mirror and looked at himself carefully. The changes … not quite a stranger, but strange. They won’t have any photographs of this face, he thought. But they would make drawings and spread them far and wide. At that moment, the thought still in his mind, he knew he was going to do this thing, knew he was capable of it and would certainly do it. The scream at St Stephen’s Green had set something in motion, like the slow beginning of an avalanche. Let it come then, he thought.


That morning, he put his house on the market and, because properties near the college were much in demand, he had it sold two weeks later to a ‘nice young assistant professor,’ as the Real Estate Woman called him. All of these people were like dream faces to John. His thoughts had gone questing ahead to the thing that needed doing. The Nice Young Assistant Professor had wanted to know when Doctor O’Neill would be returning to his post at the school.


‘We heard about your tragedy of course, and we understand why you’re selling – all of the memories.’


He doesn’t understand at all, John thought.


But the transaction put a clear $188,000 in John’s pocket. The Real Estate Woman had tried to talk to John about his ‘tax obligations’ and had worked to sell him ‘a much better investment a bit farther out but on land sure to increase in value dramatically over the next ten years.’


He had lied to her, saying his accountants already had the problem in hand.


The contents of the house had brought an astonishing $62,000, but then Mary’s father had left her some valuable old books and two fine paintings. Her family’s furniture had included several antiques, a thing John had never even thought about before. Furniture had always been only something to fill the spaces in a house.


The college fund they had set aside for the twins yielded another $33,000. There was the McCarthy annuity from John’s mother, against which the bank loaned him $56,000. Their small portfolio of stocks brought $28,900. The bank accounts over which Mary had worked so hard brought $31,452. Almost $30,000 remained in the grant for the Ireland project, money he had not transferred to the Allied Irish Bank, keeping it in a high-interest brokerage fund that the foundation had approved. His salary, reduced by the sabbatical’s requirements, produced close to $16,000 more.


Friends and associates had seen only the surface of this activity, taking it as ‘a good sign John’s finally getting back to normal.’


The most delicate parts of the transition involved dealing with the Internal Revenue Service and the sale of the pharmacy that had been in his mother’s family now for two generations. Max Dunn said he understood that John might not want to publicize the sale, ‘and besides I’d want to keep the McCarthy name over the door.’ From family sources, Dunn produced a $78,000 down payment and agreed to a one-year deferral on starting payments on the balance – none of which John ever intended to collect. The $78,000 was what he wanted. Cash!


The IRS he put off with a token payment of $5,000 and a letter from his accountants explaining that due to the tragedy and attendant problems, time was required to settle the taxpayer’s affairs. The IRS, mindful of the sympathy for John and wary of adverse publicity, granted a six-month deferral.


On the day he left Highland Park in his station wagon, John had almost $500,000 tucked away in the back in the fireproof box that once had held his will and property deeds. The rest of the wagon was crammed full of the carefully packed elements of his personal laboratory, including his computer. Two suitcases of clothing had to be secured under the safety belt beside him on the front seat.


Friends accepted the story that he was going to look for ‘someplace farther out, a place without these memories.’


Late that evening, he ate supper almost four hundred miles away from the place he no longer called home, sitting in a roadside cafe that smelled of rancid grease. He chose a booth that gave him a view of the car parked outside, noting the gray film of dust that gave it a rundown look. That was good. The grille still showed a shallow dent Mary had put there while trying to maneuver out of a supermarket parking lot. John left without finishing the meal and could not even remember what he had ordered.


Later, he found a motel with an alcove parking place beside his room. He transferred the fireproof box to a place under the bed, put his father’s old ·38 Colt under the pillow and lay down fully clothed, not expecting to sleep. He could feel the presence of that box under the bed. The money represented energy for the thing he knew he had to do. Every sound outside brought him to alertness. Headlights sweeping across the window draperies set his heart pounding. Activity outside subsided as the night wore on and he told himself he would nap a bit. Someone starting a car awakened him and he opened his eyes to gray morning light around the edges of the draperies.


And he was hungry.






‘Those two wains dead will not win us friends. Could you not have waited just a bit?’





—Kevin O’Donnell




‘Me standing back out of the window I could not see them down there.’





—Joseph Herity


IN THE months after their first meeting in the quad, Stephen Browder and Kate O’Gara moved slowly from tentative acquaintance to what her mother called ‘an understanding.’


‘She’s walking out with this young man who’ll be a doctor,’ Kate’s mother told her next-door neighbor.


‘Ahhh, that’s a fine catch,’ the neighbor said.


‘Well, my Katie’s no slouch around, and her almost a nurse.’


‘It’ll be a fine thing, two medical people in the family,’ the neighbor agreed.


On a Friday, late in October, Stephen borrowed a fellow student’s car, having arranged to take Kate to the Blackwater Hilltop south of Cork for supper and the dancing afterward. He had been saving for a month to afford this outing and it was a daring thing to do. The B-H, as it was known in Cork, had the reputation of a ‘fast roadhouse,’ but their Guinness was the best and their chef brought regular customers from as far away as Dublin.


The car was a six-year-old Citroen whose offside showed a long series of scratches from scraping a bridge abutment. It had once been silver-gray, but the student owner had repainted it a garish fluorescent green.


Kate, suppressing serious guilt feelings, told her mother they were going with other students to the harvest fair at Mallow, and that they planned to stay for the fireworks, the late supper and the music.


Her mother, remembering similar outings in her own youth, admonished: ‘Now, Katie! Don’t let your young man make any advances.’


‘Stephen is serious, Momma.’


‘Well, so am I!’


‘We’ll be back by midnight or soon after, Momma.’


‘That’s very late, Katie. What will the neighbors think?’


‘I’ll be giving them no cause to think anything, Momma.’


‘You’ll be with the others all the time?’


‘All the time,’ Kate lied.


Once she was in the car with Stephen, the guilt feelings made Kate angry and there was only one target. The sky was still luminous with the long twilight and there was a large moon low on the horizon, almost full, heavy with orange and the promise of a bright night. She stared out at the moon, intensely conscious of Stephen beside her and the privacy of the car, which purred along accompanied by a faint smell of burning oil. Stephen was not an expert driver and he compensated by holding down his speed. Several cars roared around them and cut in sharply, forcing him to swerve.


‘Why’re we going so slow?’ Kate asked.


‘There’s plenty of time,’ Stephen said.


His calm, reasonable tone maddened her.


‘We shouldn’t be doing this, Stephen, and you know it!’


He took his eyes off the road to stare at her and the car followed his gaze, rolling off the left edge of the paving onto gravel. Stephen jerked the wheel and they swerved back onto the paving.


‘But you told me you wanted…’ he began.


‘No matter what I said! It’s wrong.’


‘Katie, what’s the matter with…’


‘I lied to Momma.’ Two tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘She’ll be waiting there, worried. It’s not been easy for her, Stephen, since my father died.’


Stephen pulled into a lay-by and stopped the car. He turned and faced her. ‘Katie, you know how I feel about you.’ He reached for her hand, but she jerked it away. ‘I’ll not have you sad,’ he said.


‘Then let’s really go to the fair.’ She looked at him, her eyes glistening. ‘That way it’ll not really have been a lie.’


‘If that’s what you want, Katie.’


‘Oh, it is, it is.’


‘Then that’s what we’ll be doing.’


‘It’ll save your money, too, Stephen,’ she said, reaching for his hand. ‘You can buy that new stethoscope you’ve been wanting.’


Stephen kissed her fingers, realizing that he had been maneuvered and this likely was a pattern that would be repeated many times in their life together. More than anything else, this amused him. He had no doubts they would be married after his graduation. And how like Katie it was, thinking of saving the money and the benefits to himself. He had mentioned the need for a new stethoscope only once. Again, she pulled away her hand.


The headlights of an approaching car bathed her in a brief glare, leaving him with the image of her sitting stiffly, fists clenched in her lap, eyes tightly closed.


‘I love you, Katie,’ he said.


‘Oh, Stephen,’ she sighed. ‘Sometimes I ache with the love of you. It’s just…


‘It’s the waiting,’ he said.


‘Shall we go to Mallow?’ she asked.


He started the car and turned back the way they had come, thinking as he drove how lucky he was to have found Kate.


‘Let’s go around Cork,’ she said. ‘If someone should see us … well, we shouldn’t be seen coming from this direction.’


‘I know a shortcut to the Mallow Road,’ he said. She smiled in the darkness. ‘Is that where you take all your girls?’ ‘Katie!’


‘It’s bad of me to tease,’ she said.


They drove in silence while Stephen turned off onto a narrow lane with high hedgerows on either side. This brought them presently to the Mallow Road at the eighteen-kilometer signpost.


‘We’ll be stopping at the Bridge House for petrol,’ Stephen said. ‘They’ve a restaurant.’


‘There’ll be food at the fair,’ she said.


‘You’re not hungry?’


‘Now that I think on it, a sandwich would be fine.’


And cheaper, he thought. Kate seldom stopped being practical. It was a trait he admired. She’d be a good manager.


At the Bridge House, he bought two beef sandwiches and two bottles of Guinness, passing them through the open window to Kate before paying for the petrol.


‘The man says it’s going thin, the left front tire,’ she said.


‘I’ve had a look at your spare,’ the attendant said. ‘Would you be liking it changed?’


‘No.’ Stephen shook his head. ‘We’ve only a little ways to go.’


‘I’d be traveling it slow like,’ the attendant said. He accepted Stephen’s money and made the change. ‘Slow as a peddler’s cart and the horse ready for the knackers.’


Stephen hesitated, then: ‘Slow ’tis.’


He eased the car gently out of the Bridge House driveway behind a long lorry, which pulled away from him as he held his speed to forty kilometers an hour.


Now that there was a reason to go slowly and they were headed for Mallow, Kate found herself content. She rested her head against the back of the seat and looked at Stephen. It was good to be here with him. She could see a whole lifetime of interludes such as this. They would start saving for a car, she thought. It was none too soon, automobiles being so dear. She was about to say this to him when the left front tire blew. The car swerved onto the verge, bumped over a curbing stone and slewed sideways on grass, coming between two broken-down gateposts. The gate itself lay on its side against the right-hand post, leaving the driveway open.


Stephen took several deep breaths through his open mouth, then: ‘Katie, are you all right?’ His hands ached where they clutched the steering wheel.


‘Shaken a bit,’ she said. ‘Should we be pulling off the road?’


Stephen swallowed and eased the car ahead into the grass-grown driveway. The way turned left almost immediately and his headlights revealed the burned-out ruin of a cottage, all the charred roof beams collapsed into the center. He stopped the motor and they sat there a moment, listening to the insects and the faint murmuring of a nearby brook. Moonlight poured over the hills behind the ruined cottage. There was a forlorn feeling about the place.


‘Well, I’d best be changing the tire,’ he said.


‘I’d like a sandwich first,’ she said.


He agreed and found an old blanket in the back, spreading it on the grass beside the car, then turning off the headlights. The moon was bright.


‘Almost like day,’ Kate said as she brought the food to the blanket.


They sat facing each other, chewing in unison, clinking their bottles of Guinness in a toast to the blown tire, the moon, to the folk ‘who lived here when it was a happy house.’


Presently, Stephen finished his sandwich and drained his beer. Kate grinned at him. She didn’t know whether it was the drink or just being here with Stephen, but she felt an enormous sense of contentment. This didn’t stop her from saying as he stood up:


‘You’ll get your jacket all dirty. Take it off and the shirt with it now.’


She stood up and helped him, folding the garments neatly and placing them on the edge of the blanket. He wore no undershirt, and the look of his bare chest in the moonlight she thought one of the most beautiful sights in the universe. Almost of its own volition, her right hand went out and his chest was warm beneath her caressing palm.


How it all happened she could never fully explain afterward, even to her best friend and fellow student, Maggie MacLynn.


‘Ohhh, he was so strong, Maggie. I couldn’t help m’self. Nor did I want to. That’s shameless of me, I know, but it…’


‘Well, join the club, Katie darlin’. Will you be marrying now, I suppose?’


They sat alone together the following Monday on the quad, having an early lunch. Maggie had drawn the story out of her, having noticed Kate’s quiet withdrawal. It had taken only a reminder of their childhood pledge ‘never to lie to each other about important things.’


A tall, slender woman with hair the color of old gold, Maggie was considered one of the campus beauties. Some of the nursing students whispered that Maggie had chosen Kate as a friend ‘to set off her own looks.’ But the truth was they had been close friends from childhood, since their first day of primary school.


Maggie repeated her question, then: ‘Didn’t he even propose?’


‘I don’t know what I’ll say in confession, Maggie,’ Kate said. ‘God help me, what’ll I do?’


‘What you say is this: “Father forgive me. I’ve had a sexual experience.” Tell him it was the drink and the great power of the man and you’ll never do it again.’


‘But what if we do?’ Kate wailed.


‘I try to go to a different priest,’ Maggie said, matter-of-fact. ‘It saves the explainin’.’ She studied Kate a moment. ‘I know you, Katie. Will you be marryin’ now?’


‘Don’t be stupid!’ Kate flared, then: ‘I’m sorry, Maggie. But he was at me about that all the way back. And you know we can’t marry until he graduates and maybe not until he has his own shingle out. We’re not rich, you know.’


‘Then be careful, girl. You’re the marryin’ kind, the both of you. And there’s nothing like a little pregnancy to hurry things along.’


‘You think I don’t know that?’






There was this Irish brain surgeon … (pause for laughter)





—British music hall routine


BY THE time he neared St Louis, Missouri, on his third day on the road, John had decided on the name under which he would first conceal himself. There would be other name changes required later, he realized, but a new one was needed immediately.


It was early afternoon and already there was color in the deciduous trees along the highway. The hills were brown and a nip could be felt in the air. The cornfields were a rubble of cut and broken stalks. Billboards advertised ‘winterizing.’


There would be a worldwide hunt for John Roe O’Neill before long. That name had to be abandoned, he thought. McCarthy – that had been his mother’s name and it felt comfortable. Someone might make the connection but he would have abandoned it by then. His first name, that he felt he would have to keep; too late to learn to answer to anything other than John. John McCarthy, then, and to give it the proper Irish-American flavor, John Leo Patrick McCarthy.


He entered the city and was enclosed by its living movement without much noticing. His awareness was goal-oriented: ordinary lodging. A Central District motel rented him a room and he still had time to lease a large safety deposit box in a nearby bank. The money went into this box and he breathed easier when he emerged onto the street, which was busy with its evening foot traffic.


As he drove out of the parking lot, he glanced at his wristwatch: 4.45 P.M. Still plenty of time to take those first steps on the identity change. A newspaper classified advertisement led him to a rental room in a private suburban home. The landlady, Mrs Pradowski, reminded him of Mrs Neri: the same heavily weighted and cost-accounting watchfulness in her manner and behind the eyes. It was too soon to become John McCarthy. He had to leave a few ‘footprints’ for the bloodhounds to follow. He showed Mrs Pradowski his O’Neill driver’s license and said he was looking for a teaching post.


Mrs Pradowski said he could have the room tomorrow morning. She gave no sign that she recognized his name from the news stories, now months old. The Grafton Street bombing was, after all, many tragedies back in time and far distant from St Louis. Her conversation revealed a primary interest in advance payment of rent and noninterference with her ‘bingo nights’.


Now, to find out if the choice of St Louis was correct. A pharmacy customer had warned him the previous winter: ‘They got a regular factory there making phony ID papers. You gotta watch it when you’re cashing checks.’


It took him six days and uncounted glasses of beer in seedy bars to make contact with the ‘factory.’ Eight days later he paid five thousand dollars and received a Michigan driver’s license and assorted membership and identification cards in the name of John Leo Patrick McCarthy. Another thirty-five hundred dollars got him an intensive lesson in altering passports plus a kit for making the alterations.


‘You got a real talent for this,’ his instructor said. ‘Just don’t set up shop in my territory.’


Next, there was the problem of the car. Honest Andrew’s Previously Owned Cars on Auto Row gave him twenty-two hundred dollars cash, the dealer sighing: ‘Boy, them big cars don’t move too fast anymore.’


The next morning, he took a bus to Marion and bought a used Dodge Power Wagon. It was one of Mrs Pradowski’s ‘bingo nights’ and she was gone when he returned. He parked in the driveway, the wagon’s license plates obscured by mud, and loaded his gear. A note with fifty dollars ‘for the inconvenience’ went on the kitchen table weighted by his house key. His note said a family crisis called him away unexpectedly.


John spent the night in an outlying motel, collected his money from the safety deposit box in the morning, and John Leo Patrick McCarthy headed west.


The transition had gone much more simply than he had anticipated. There remained one more essential detail to complete it. Over the next three days, he removed the hair from his head. There had been a choice – shave or do something more permanent. He chose the latter course, not an insurmountable task for a biochemist, although it proved painful and left a fine network of pink scars, tiny veins that he knew would fade in time.


The mole on his left cheek vanished under an application of liquid nitrogen, leaving a scabbed sore that would in time become a puckered dimple.


The change fascinated him. He examined it carefully in the bathroom mirror of a Spokane motel. The flashing neon of an adjoining hamburger stand cast a baleful stroboscopic glare across the side of his face as the light flashed on the bathroom’s drawn shade. He smiled. John Roe O’Neill, rather plump and with a rich matt of brown hair, a distinctive mole on his cheek, had become this bald, slender man with eyes of a burning intensity.


‘Hello, John Leo Patrick McCarthy,’ he whispered.


Four days later, the first Friday in October, he moved into a furnished rental house in the Ballard suburb of Seattle, Washington. He had a one-year lease and only a bank with which to deal. The owners lived in Florida.


The Ballard house suited his purpose perfectly. The ease with which he had found it struck him as an omen. The owners had painted it a muddy brown with white trim. It sat anonymously in a mishmash row of other houses equally anonymous. The houses had been built on a long, low embankment, some sporting rockeries, some steep lawns. Most of them possessed daylight basements and garages under the main floor. John’s garage opened into the basement with ample room to unload the power wagon.


The furniture was garage-sale jumble and the bed sagged. Old cooking smells permeated the house and persisted in the draperies. There was an odor of stale tobacco in the bathroom. He flushed the toilet and caught his reflection in the mirror over the sink.


None of his old mildness had survived. This Other was driven from within. He leaned close to the mirror and looked at the puckering scar where he had removed the mole. In that pitted void he sensed a final break with his past, the past of Mary who had called the mole his ‘beauty spot.’ He tried to remember the sensation of her kiss on that place; this memory, too, had gone. The shifting of his memories, the unchecked displacements, sent a shudder through him. He turned away from the mirror quickly. There were things to do.


In the next few days he made essential changes in the house – translucent film over basement and garage windows to shield him from prying eyes, burglar alarms, a substantial stock of food. The fireproof box went into a bricked-over secret cache he built behind the furnace. Only then did he feel free to start setting up the purchase routine for the special equipment his project required.


The thing that surprised him the most over the following weeks was the ease with which he acquired esoteric necessities. Telephone calls and money orders from anyone putting a ‘Doctor’ in front of his name appeared to be the only requirement. He had everything sent to warehouse and accommodation drops, using different names, always paying cash.


While he was busy, memories remained tame and manageable. At night in bed, though, the shifting kaleidoscope in his mind often kept him awake. It was an odd thing, he thought, and not easily explained. John O’Neill had found it impossible to remember the fatal bomb’s explosion. John McCarthy remembered it in detail. He remembered the newspaper clippings, O’Neill’s screaming features in the photograph. But that person of the photo was gone. John McCarthy could remember him, though. He could recall the talks with police, the accounts of witnesses, the cadaverous figure of Father Devon, who had never corrected that initial mistake, believing that John had fallen into ‘a mixed marriage.’


John McCarthy found he could put it all together – the sisters at the hospital, the doctors. He could remember his Old Self standing at the bank’s window, the orange blast of the explosion. His memory replayed the scene at the slightest provocation – the little car, that brown elbow on the windowsill. There was Mary smiling and laughing as she hustled the twins across the street, the package clutched under her elbow. Odd, John thought, that they never found the package. Obviously it had contained the sweaters for the children. The cost of them had shown up on a credit card bill, Mary’s scrawled signature on the receipt.


The entire incident at the Grafton Street corner assumed in time the nature of a movie. It was locked in a sequence that he could call up at will – the crush of people around Mary and the twins, her stopping beside that old Ford … and always the orange explosion peppered with shards of black. He found that he could control the flow of it, focus upon particular faces, mannerisms, gestures and bits of personality in that macabre companionship.


And always the orange explosion, the sound thumping in his skull.


These were, he knew, John O’Neill memories, somehow removed from John McCarthy. Insulated. It was like having a television screen in his mind with descriptive pictures and voices.


‘Good God! What was that?’ the bank manager shouted.


They were a historical record, accurate but failing to touch anything within John McCarthy except the fierce determination to visit horror upon the authors of John O’Neill’s agony.


As he grew accustomed to this play of memory, he found it could be expanded backward and forward. The punctual bomb had exploded during their first day in Dublin after an obligatory three days in a castle guest house near Shannon Airport. The three days had put heads and bodies into Ireland’s time zone after the flight from the United States.


‘Now we have our Irish feet,’ Mary had said as they registered at the Sherbourne in Dublin.


John had awakened early that first morning in the city by the Black Pool. There had not been one whiff of premonition. Contrast, that was what it had been. He had begun the day with an exuberant feeling of health and happiness – all of which only amplified the later anguish. Tragedies of that dimension should be anticipated by omens, he told himself later. There should be warnings, ways to prepare.


There had been nothing.


He awakened beside Mary in one of the two bedrooms of their suite. Turning toward her, he found himself intensely aware of her loveliness – the tousled hair, the eyelashes brushing her cheeks, the soft rise and fall of her breasts as she breathed deeply in sleep.


The O’Neill thought was clear and simple: Ahhh, the fortune of this marriage.


There had been peripheral awareness of the twins sleeping in the adjoining bedroom, the sounds of morning traffic on the street outside, a smell of baking bread in the air.


A suite, b’gawd!


The McCarthy grandfather would have been proud. ‘We’ll go back someday, lad,’ the old man had often said. ‘We’ll return in style.’


We’re here in style, Grampa Jack. You didn’t live to see it, but I hope you know about it.


It had been a sad thing that Grampa Jack never made it back to the ‘old sod.’ Back was probably not the correct word, though, because he had been born on the ship to Halifax.


‘All of this for seven hundred rifles!’


That had been the McCarthy family plaint during the ‘poor times.’ John had never lost the memory of Grampa Jack’s voice regretting the flight from Ireland. It was a story told and retold until it could be called up in total by John O’Neill. The McCarthy silver, buried to keep it from piratical English tax collectors, had been dug up to finance the purchase of seven hundred rifles for a Rising. In the aftermath of defeat, Grampa Jack’s father, a price on his head, had spirited the family to Halifax under an assumed name. They had not resumed the McCarthy name until they were safely into the United States, ‘well away from the thieving British.’


In his Dublin hotel room, John O’Neill sat up quietly in the bed, aware then of how Mary’s breathing changed as she started to waken. She cleared her throat, but her eyes remained closed.


Mary O’Gara of the Limerick O’Garas.


She had loved Grampa Jack. ‘What a sweet old man. More Irish than the Irish.’ None could sing ‘The Wearing of the Green’ with a more stirring voice.


‘From your father’s people, John Roe O’Neill, you’re descended from the Ui Neill. Ard Ri, High Kings, they were on the Hill of Tara.’


The grandfather had begun the genealogical litany the same way every time.


‘And from the McCarthys, well now, lad, we were kings once, too. Never you forget it. Castle McCarthy was a mighty place and strong men built it.’


The O’Neill grandfather had died when John was two. John’s father, Kevin Patrick O’Neill, turning away from ‘the Irishness,’ had sneered at Grampa Jack’s ‘McCarthy stories.’ But John’s young head had been filled with Troubles and Risings and an abiding hatred of the British. He had particularly enjoyed the stories of Hugh O’Neill’s revolt and the rebellion of Owen Roe O’Neill.


‘Roe O’Neill, that’s part of my name, Grampa.’


‘Indeed ’tis! And you’d be advised to live your life in a way that gives honor to such illustrious ancestors.’


‘Burn everything British except their coals!’


How Grampa Jack had laughed at that.


In the Dublin hotel room bed, Mary spoke beside John: ‘We’re really here.’ Then: ‘I still miss Grampa Jack.’






I believe it was Tacitus who said there is a principle of human nature requiring us to hate those we have wronged.





—William Beckett, M.D.


AN EVEN one hundred copies of the first ‘Madman Letter’ went out and the following letters were more numerous. The first letters, all sent from an agency drop in Los Angeles, went to government officials, newscasters, editors and to important scientists. Their message was clear: quarantine the infected areas. To that end, some of the letters carried an additional page calling on scientist recipients to explain the gravity of the situation to their political leaders.


Dr William Ruckerman, past president of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, received one of the letters with the additional page. It arrived at his San Francisco home with the Monday morning mail and he opened it over breakfast. He realized at once why he had been selected to receive this letter – his own DNA researches were not exactly secret in the scientific community. This letter had been written by someone on the inside or close enough to the inside that the special nuances of Ruckerman’s project were known to him.


Ruckerman reread the references to ‘back translation from the protein’ to determine the RNA, ‘thence to the DNA transcription.’ That was ordinary enough, but the writer of this letter also made it clear he had used a computer ‘to sort through the restriction fragments.’


That was a bit more esoteric, a bit more inside.


What sent a chill up Ruckerman’s spine was the reference to using sterioisomers in translating the RNA sequences in the protein molecules.


‘Superimposition to determine the patterns.’


Those were the Madman’s words.


Ruckerman suspected immediately that the man had used alkene polymerization for part of his breakdown series, conjugation and resonance … yes. The man implied as much.


‘The letter shows a full understanding of purification and subunit composition techniques,’ he said to his wife, who was reading over his shoulder. ‘He knows.’


There was enough information to convince a knowledgeable reader, Ruckerman realized. This, in itself, said a great deal about the author.


There had to be more to it, Ruckerman knew. The Madman fell short of revealing key facts. But he led up to those facts with chilling accuracy. That, coupled to the threats, stirred Ruckerman to action.


He thought carefully about how to handle this, then sent his wife to pack a suitcase, following her to the bedroom where he placed a call to the President’s science advisor, Dr James Ryan Saddler. Even then, Ruckerman was forced to press his way through a barrier of secretaries.


‘Tell him it’s Will Ruckerman and it’s important.’


‘Could you tell me the nature of this important matter?’ the secretary asked, her voice sweetly insistent.


Ruckerman took two deep breaths to calm himself, staring at his reflection in the bedroom mirror. There were new lines in his angular face and his hair definitely was going gray. His wife, Louise, looked up from the packing, but did not speak.


‘Listen, whoever you are,’ Ruckerman said. ‘This is Doctor Ruckerman, past president of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, a close friend of Jim Saddler. I have important information that the President of the United States should know. If there’s any need for you to know, I’m sure someone will tell you. Meanwhile, you patch me through to Jim.’


‘May I have your telephone number, sir?’


She was all business now. Ruckerman gave her the number and cradled the telephone.


Louise, who had read the Madman letter over his shoulder, asked: ‘You think that’s a real threat?’


‘I do.’ He stood up and went to the bathroom. Returning, he stood beside the bedroom phone and tapped his fingers on the dressertop. They were taking ungodly long about it. He knew they would get through to Saddler, though. Jim had laughingly explained it once.


‘The presidency of the United States runs on communication. Not on facts, but on the intangible thing we like to call ‘information,’ which is a kind of bargaining token exchanged at high levels. Carriers of this information always recognize the value of it. You’d be surprised at how many official reports begin with or include ‘We have information that …’ That’s not the royal ‘we’ but the bureaucratic ‘we.’ It means someone else can be blamed or share the blame if the information proved wrong.’


Ruckerman knew he had put on enough pressure that the White House communications system, a military operation, would find Saddler.


The telephone rang. Saddler was at Camp David, a male operator informed him. The science advisor’s voice sounded just a bit sleepy.


‘Will? What’s so damned important you have to—’


‘I won’t waste your time, Jim. I’ve received a letter that—’


‘From someone calling himself “The Madman”?’


‘That’s right. And I—’


‘The FBI’s on it, Will. Just another crank.’


‘Jim … I don’t think you’d be advised to treat this as a crank letter. His postscript should convince us of—’


‘What postscript?’


‘The additional page where he gives some of the details about—’


‘There’s no postscript on our letter. I’ll have an agent come around to pick it up.’


‘Dammit, Jim! Will you listen to me? I’ve been part way down the path this guy describes. He’s no amateur. Now, I’m warning you to treat his threat as real. If I were in your shoes, I’d be counseling the President to take at least the first steps toward complying with—’


‘Oh, come on, Will! Do you have any idea of the political implications? He wants a quarantine! Then he wants us to send all Libyans in the U.S. back to Libya, all Irish back to Ireland, all English back to England – everyone, including their diplomats. We can’t just—’


‘If we don’t, he threatens to bring the U.S. into …’ Ruckerman paused, then read from the letter: ‘… the net of his revenge.’


‘I read that and I don’t give one bit of credence to—’


‘You aren’t listening, Jim! I’m telling you it’s possible to do what this guy threatens.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘I’m deadly serious.’


The line went silent and Ruckerman could hear faint crosstalk, the voices too low to make out the words. Saddler came back on: ‘Will, if it were anyone else telling me this … I mean, deadly new diseases for which there are no natural resistances and … How the hell could he spread them?’


‘I can think of a dozen easy ways without even straining my imagination.’


‘Dammit! You’re beginning to frighten me.’


‘Good. This letter scares the shit out of me.’


‘Will, I’ll have to see that postscript before—’


‘You won’t act on my recommendation?’


‘How can I be expected to go in to the—’


‘Jim … time is important. The President should be briefed immediately. The affected diplomats should be alerted. The military, the police in major cities, health officials, Civil Defense …’


‘That might cause a panic!’


‘You have the main body of his letter. He says he’s already loosed this thing. That means quarantine. Damn it all, he says it plain enough: “Let it run its course where I have loosed it. Remember that I can introduce malignancy wherever I choose. If you attempt to sterilize the infected areas by atomic means, I shall give my revenge the open run of every land on this globe.” Read that part again, Jim, and in the light of my warning, you tell me what you should be doing right now.’


‘Will, if you’re wrong, do you have any idea what the repercussions—’


‘And if you’re wrong?’


‘You’re asking me to take a lot on faith.’


‘Dammit, Jim, you’re a scientist! You should know by now that—’


‘Then you tell me, Will, how a disease can be made sex-specific.’


‘Okay. At the present stage of my own project, which I’m convinced is far behind this Madman … Well, I believe diseases can be tailored to many genetic variations – to white skin, for example; to the susceptibility to sickle-cell anemia …’


‘But how could one person … I mean, the cost!’


‘Peanuts. I’ve run a calculation on the required equipment – less than three hundred thousand dollars, including the computer. A basement lab somewhere …’ Ruckerman fell silent.


Presently, Saddler said: ‘I’ll want that list of equipment. The suppliers should be able to …’


‘I’ll read it off to you in a minute, but I think it’ll be too late even if we locate his lab.’


‘You really think …’


‘I think he’s done it. This letter … he lays out the essentials and there’s not a mistake in it. I think Ireland, Great Britain and Libya … and probably the rest of us are in for one terrible time. I don’t see how we can totally contain such a thing. But for openers, we’d better set about quarantining those areas … for our own safety if not for other reasons.’


‘What other reasons?’


‘This Madman is still running around loose. We don’t want him mad at us.’


‘Will, he says not a human female will survive in those three nations. I mean, really! How can …’


‘I’ll give you a more complete analysis later. Right now, I’m begging you to take the necessary first steps. The President should be on that hot line to Moscow and to the other major capitals. He should—’


‘Will, I believe I’d better send a plane for you. I don’t want to take this to the President by myself. If we have to convince him, well, he knows your reputation and if you—’


‘Louise already has packed my bag. And Jim, one of the first things to do is to get as many young women as possible into that Denver hideaway the military is so proud of. Women, got that? And only enough men to run the technical end of a survival plan.’


Ruckerman let this sink in – many women, few men, just the opposite of what might occur outside such a sanctuary. He continued:


‘The Russians and the other world leaders ought to be advised to take similar action. That’ll go a long way toward convincing them of our sincerity. We don’t want the Russians thinking this is some diabolical capitalist plot. God knows they’re paranoid enough as it is.’


‘I think we should leave high-level diplomatic decisions to the experts, Will. You just get your ass back here with enough evidence to convince me you’re right.’


Ruckerman replaced the phone in its cradle and looked across the bedroom at his wife.


‘He’s going to wait for you,’ she said.


Ruckerman slammed his fist against the dressertop, making the telephone bounce. ‘Louise, you take the car. Pack only necessities. Buy as much food as you can safely store and get up to our place at Glen Ellen. Take the guns. I’ll be in touch.’






I obey the Master of Death.





—Part of an Ulster secret society oath


Achill Island, south of Blacksod Bay in County Mayo, stood out against a storm-blown Atlantic morning in which the Irish countryfolk already were active, preparing for the first flow of tourists, getting the hay planted, cutting sods and piling them to dry, generally going about the everyday activities of their lives.


The island was a play of many greens interspersed with spots of black rock and flecks of white where the residents had raised their buildings. Achill, split from the main body of Ireland by the retreat of the last glacier, held few trees. The steep slopes of its hills were lined with furze growing along the sod cutters’ furrows and the first marsh violets were beginning to show themselves, competing with stone brambles and saxifrage and the omnipresent heather. Here and there, pennywort had begun to poke its way out of the rocks.


A granite ruin lay crumbled into the weeds atop the hill where the road from Mulrany curved around before dropping down to the bridge across to the island. Its lancet arches and crenellated battlements had collapsed into low mounds covered by a few stunted ivy plants and lichen. The scabbed rock surfaces gave not a hint of the slitted windows where defenders had failed to repel Cromwell.


Two polite young soldiers with Irish Harp insignia at their shoulders stood at the barricade that blocked the bridge to the island. They already had turned back two tourist autos that had entered the road to the island before the barriers had been raised farther back at Mulrany. The soldiers had apologized for the inconvenience and suggested the tourists go instead to Balmullet, ‘a beautiful place where the old ways may still be seen.’ To all questions, the soldiers responded: ‘We’re not at liberty to say, but it’s sure to be only temporary.’


Three goods lorries traveling tandem with supplies for the island’s stores were harder to placate.


‘We’re very sorry, lads, but it’s none of our doing. I agree you should’ve been warned, but it’s no use complaining. Orders is orders. This road is closed.’


Four armored cars with a major in charge pulled up as the soldiers were arguing with the lorry drivers. The major and a sergeant jumped out, the sergeant with an automatic rifle held at the ready. The major, a thin, stony-eyed man with bush gray hair under a forage cap, accepted the salutes of the two soldiers, then turned to the lorry drivers.


‘Back the way you came, lads. No more arguing.’


One of the drivers started to speak, but the major cut him short. ‘Turn those lorries around and get out of here or one of my men will drive them into the water and we’ll take you back under guard!’


Muttering, the drivers climbed into their cabs, backed the lorries into the car park beside the bridge and headed up the road to Mulrany. The major stepped over to his radioman in one of the armored cars and said: ‘Alert Mulrany to keep those lads moving out.’


Returning to the two soldiers at the bridge barricade, he swiveled slowly, studying his surroundings, taking in the high hill above Pullrany and the higher crown of Corraun beyond; there was Alice’s Harbour Inn beside the carpark, the barricade, the white buildings across the bridge on the island, a group of men standing there, heads close together, talking intently. Presently, the major returned to his radioman and inquired:


‘Have the patrol boats taken up position at the Bulls Mouth arid Achillbeg?’


The radioman, a pimply young man with nervous manners, bent over his microphone and, in a moment, said: ‘They’re in place, sir, and one’s coming down from the Bulls Mouth to pick up the islanders’ small boats.’


‘Good,’ the major said. ‘We don’t want any boats left over there to tempt them into leaving.’ He sighed. ‘Damned stupid mess.’ He strolled back to the armored cars then and told a sergeant: ‘Better get the men deployed. No one enters or leaves, except the medics, of course, and they’ll be coming by helicopter.’ The major went into Alice’s then and he could be heard inquiring if there was any coffee.


Some two kilometers back up the road toward Mulrany, three squads of soldiers under a lieutenant finished setting up a row of tents in the lee of the hill that commanded the narrow, salty moat separating Achill from Ireland proper. A sandbag emplacement with two machine guns had already been installed on the slope above the tents.


When the tents were up, the lieutenant instructed a corporal: ‘Take your squad and notify all the locals they’re to stay close to home; no wandering about and no going over to the island. Tell them it’s a quarantine and nothing more.’


On Corraun Hill’s 526-meter peak, about four kilometers south of this position, more soldiers had piled sandbags onto a section of an old castle ruin, forming a shelter for two twenty-millimeter cannon and four mortars. It began to rain while they were positioning the mortars. They spread shelter halves over the weapons, then huddled in their waterproofs while a colonel standing slightly below them peered through binoculars at Achill.


‘A lot of moving around over there,’ the colonel said. ‘I’ll be happier when we have their small boats and the water closed to them.’


One of the soldiers above him ventured: ‘Colonel, is it a bad sickness they have over there?’


‘So I’ve been told,’ the colonel said. He lowered his glasses, scanned the emplacement, fixing his gaze finally on a tall sergeant who stood somewhat apart. ‘Get some shelters up, Sergeant. And you’re to look sharp. Only the medics are to enter that place and no one’s to leave.’


‘We’ll not let so much as a fox through, sir.’


Turning away, the colonel took long-legged strides down the slope to a jeep waiting on the narrow track below the emplacement.


As one, the soldiers he had left behind looked across at Achill, the island of the eagles, which no longer were there. It was a brooding landscape in the rain, a speckling of white rocks and buildings against the greens. The few roads cut gray ledges around the hills and the ocean was a deeper gray below. Slievemore and Croaghaun thrust almost into the clouds toward Achill Head’s outer cliffs. It was a place turned in upon itself and the men looking across at the island could feel the simmering mood of the land. Generations of men and women had brooded passionately there on the wrongs done to Ireland. No Irishman could fail to sense that thing smoldering there, the sullen hopes of all those who had perished for ‘The Irish Dream.’


‘It’ll be a scurrying-around time for the priests,’ the sergeant said, then: ‘Now, men, you heard the colonel. Shouldn’t we be raising some shelters?’


Far below this position and at the Achill end of the bridge where the town street became the highroad to the island’s interior, Mulvaney’s Saloon Bar had begun to collect a crowd of local residents and a few tourists. They hunched against the rain, hurrying from cars and bicycles into the bar’s steamy interior with its thick smells of wet wool and beer. Mulvaney’s, a two-story whitewashed building with slate roof and three massive chimneys, was one of the island’s natural assembly points. It was soon crowded with men talking too loudly, their faces angry, their gestures abrupt and latent with violence.


A small Garda patrol car pulled up outside, bringing a lull in the conversations as the word of it was spread through the bar. Denis Flynn, the local Garda, emerged from the car. Flynn, a small blond man with light blue eyes and a boyish face, appeared pale and trembling. Way was made for him as he entered the bar, pressed through the crowd to the western end and climbed onto a chair.


In the expectant silence, Flynn’s voice was a thin tenor, which broke in unexpected places. ‘We’ve been quarantined,’ he said. ‘They’re sending medical teams by helicopter. No one is to enter or leave the island except the medical people and officials.’


In the sudden babble of shouted questions, Flynn raised his voice to demand silence, then: ‘We’ll just have to be patient. Everything’s being done that can be done.’


Mulvaney, a soft giant of a man with a bald head as shiny as his polished bar, thrust his way through the crowd to stand below Flynn. Hooking a thumb over his shoulder, Mulvaney said: ‘It’s my Molly sick back there and only the one doctor. I want to know what it is.’


‘I’m only the Garda,’ Flynn said. ‘It’s the medical men will have to answer that.’


Mulvaney glanced out the windows beyond Flynn, looking toward Knockmore and the village of Droega, which lay hidden beyond the hills in the hollow that protected it from the worst of the Atlantic gales. His brother, Francis, had called from there not ten minutes ago to report another death, his voice full of the tears as he spoke.


Turning a hard stare up at Flynn, Mulvaney said: ‘Your womenfolk are living safe beyond Mulrany. You can take the official view. But it’s my sister-in-law, Shaneen, died this morning.’


A man back in the press of people shouted: ‘And my Katie has the sickness! We want answers, Flynn, and we want them now!’


‘I’ve told you what I know,’ Flynn said. ‘That’s all I can do.’


‘What’s this about officials coming?’ Mulvaney demanded.


‘From the Health Office in Dublin.’


‘Why do they have soldiers barring our way?’ someone else demanded. ‘They’ve even guns up on Corraun!’


‘There’s no need to create a panic,’ Flynn said. ‘But it’s a serious matter.’


‘Then why do we not hear it on the wireless?’ Mulvaney asked.


‘Haven’t I said we don’t want a panic?’


‘It’s the plague, isn’t it?’ Mulvaney asked.


An abrupt silence settled over the room. A small dark man with pinched features, standing at Flynn’s right, cleared his throat.


‘There’s our own boats,’ the man said.


‘There’ll be none of that, Martin!’ Flynn snapped, glaring down at the speaker. ‘The navy’ll be here in a few minutes to collect your boats. My orders are to prevent your leaving Achill … using what force necessary.’


His voice hoarse, Mulvaney asked: ‘Are all of our womenfolk to die then? Nineteen dead since yesterday and only the women and girls. Why is that, Denis?’


‘The doctors will find the answer,’ Flynn said. He jumped down off the chair, steadying himself against Mulvaney, but not looking the man in the eye. Flynn’s own superintendent had voiced that same fear less than an hour earlier, speaking with gentle firmness over the telephone.


‘If all the women die there it could be very bad, Denis. And there’s talk it was done deliberately. You’re not to speak of that now!’


‘Deliberate? By the Ulstermen or the British?’


‘I’ll not discuss it, Denis. I speak only to impress you with the gravity of our situation. You there inside the quarantine will be alone for a bit to represent authority. We depend on you.’


‘Will I get no help then?’


‘Some soldiers are being asked to volunteer, but they’ll not be along until the afternoon.’


‘I didn’t volunteer, sir.’


‘But you swore an oath to do your duty and that’s what I’m asking of you now!’


As he pressed his way out of Mulvaney’s, ignoring the questions still being shouted at him, Flynn recalled that telephone conversation. There had been more orders and things he must do now.


The rain had turned to a light mist as he emerged from the bar. He got into his car, not looking at the angry faces peering at him from Mulvaney’s. Starting the motor, he turned around and drove slowly down to the concrete apron overlooking Achill Sound and the fishboats anchored there. He could see a fast patrol boat spreading a wide bow wave as it sped down from the Bulls Mouth. It appeared to be no more than five minutes away, for which he was thankful. He parked on the concrete and took his shotgun from its rack, feeling strange with the weapon in his hands. The superintendent had been firm with his instructions.

OEBPS/images/9780575104617.jpg
%EWAY

THE WHITE
PLAGUE

‘A SPECULATIVE INTELLECT
WITH FEW RIVALS IN
MODERN SF’
ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SCIENCE
FICTION





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Gateway Introduction



		Precede



		The White Plague



		Epilogue



		Website



		Author Bio



		Also by Frank Herbert



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





